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1
APPARATUS AND METHOD FOR
SIGNALING BY AND TO A COMPUTER
SYSTEM USER

FIELD AND BACKGROUND OF INVENTION

This invention is directed to apparatus, methods and pro-
gram products by which the user of a computer system is
notified of the desirability or urgency of initiating an interval
during which the user leaves the system idle. It is contem-
plated that the reason for allowing the system to go idle from
activation by the user is to permit some communication or
update from a network with which the system is in commu-
nication.

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION

It has been proposed before that maintenance tasks for a
user’s system, such as virus definition downloads, virus scan-
ning, backup, disk defragmentation, database compaction,
installation of software updates or operating system security
patches and the like, be done during periods of system inac-
tivity. Heretofore, the timing of such tasks has been depen-
dent on predicting intervals of non-use of a system by the
assigned user. Such prediction is a difficult task at best, as an
individual user may or may not have predictable patterns of
system use. If a system administrator could always depend
upon client system users being inactive during a fixed meal
interval, such as a lunchtime of noon to 1:00 PM, then the task
would be simplified. However, such is not always the case due
to varying work habits, schedules and demands. It has been
proposed in co-pending application Ser. No. 11/061.481, filed
Feb. 22, 2005 that an algorithm be employed to monitor a user
client system on an ongoing basis to assist in such prediction.

Notwithstanding the successtul implementation of such
technology, circumstances will arise, such as during a par-
ticularly fast moving and virulent virus attack, when it is
desirable for a system administrator or other manager to
signal to users that it is desirable that a period of non-use or
inactivity be initiated. Such a signal may be used with varying
levels of importance or criticality. For example, the aforemen-
tioned danger of a virus attack may be highly critical. A
software update may be desirable, but of lower criticality.
Even lower might be a management notice of some event such
as an all hands meeting or rest and relaxation gathering such
as a company outing or picnic.

With the foregoing in mind, it is one purpose of this inven-
tion to provide a user of a client system with a way to indicate
that a period of non-use has been initiated and a system
administrator or other manager with a way to signal to a client
system user that it is desirable that such a period be initiated.
This invention contemplates that such a capability for the user
is provided by an “away” button which may be activated by
the user to indicate to a network that a period of non-use or
inactivity has been started. This invention contemplates that
such a capability for the administrator or manager is provided
for the administrator or manager by having the away button be
responsive to a network communication indicating the desir-
ability of the user initiating a period of non-use or inactivity.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF DRAWINGS

Some of the purposes of the invention having been stated,
others will appear as the description proceeds, when taken in
connection with the accompanying drawings, in which:

FIG. 1 is an illustration of a deskside computer system in
which the present invention is implemented;
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FIG. 2 is an illustration of a notebook computer system in
which the present invention is implemented;

FIG. 3 is an illustration of a handheld computer system in
which the present invention is implemented;

FIG. 4 is an illustration of a telephone instrument in which
the present invention is implemented;

FIG. 5 is an illustration of a display generated by any one of
the system of FIGS. 1 through 4 in accordance with an alter-
nate implementation of this invention;

FIG. 6 is a flow chart illustrating the steps in implementa-
tion of the invention in the apparatus of FIGS. 1 through 5;
and

FIG. 7 is an illustration of a computer readable medium
bearing program code which, when executing on one of the
systems of FIGS. 1 through 4, implements the present inven-
tion.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF INVENTION

While the present invention will be described more fully
hereinafter with reference to the accompanying drawings, in
which a preferred embodiment of the present invention is
shown, it is to be understood at the outset of the description
which follows that persons of skill in the appropriate arts may
modify the invention here described while still achieving the
favorable results of the invention. Accordingly, the descrip-
tion which follows is to be understood as being a broad,
teaching disclosure directed to persons of skill in the appro-
priate arts, and not as limiting upon the present invention.

The present invention may be implemented in a computer
system, in a method of operating a computer system, and in
the form of a program product distributed for use in a com-
puter system.

Turning first to implementation in a computer system, FI1G.
1 illustrates a typical computer workstation, here a personal
computer system 10. The system includes a central processor,
memory accessible to the processor for storing data including
programs to be executed, a display 11, input devices includ-
ing a keyboard 12 and a pointing device (here shown as a
mouse 13), and output devices including a network interface,
often known as a NIC. The NIC may implement network
connectivity by a wired connection such as an Ethernet con-
nection or by a wireless connection (indicated at 14 in FIG. 1)
such as one of the IEEE 802.11 protocols. Such computer
systems come in a variety of configurations, some known as
notebook systems, others as desktop or deskside systems,
some known as servers, and some known as “thin clients”.
The same technology appears in what are known as handheld
computer systems (some of which are also known as PDAs or
Personal Digital Assistants) and in certain telephone instru-
ments such as cellular or smart telephones. The present inven-
tion finds usefulness with any such systems, and it is to be
understood that the choice of one type of such system for
illustration is in no way limiting upon the implementation of
this invention. Persons familiar with the arts of computer
technology will easily recognize the scope of applicability of
what is here described and illustrated.

In one embodiment of the present invention, the away
button is an electro mechanical device taking the form of a
key 15 on the system keyboard 12 or a button on the front
bezel of the display 11 (not shown in FIG. 1). In such a form,
the user may press the away button to signal through the
network interface the initiation and termination of an interval
of non-use of the system by the user. Such a signal may be
received by a system administrator or manager to provide
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certainty that the client system is inactive and that mainte-
nance, download of software or messages or signaling may be
accomplished.

Conversely, the system administrator or manager may
selectively activate the away button by a network communi-
cation to signal to a user the desirability of initiating an
interval of non-use of the system. Where the away button is
implemented in hardware, the key 15 may be lighted by a light
emitting diode or similar device which responds to the sig-
naling network communication passed through the network
interface by changing state. Such a change in state may be
simply a change from non-illumination to illumination or
may be more complex, as by flashing at a controlled rate or,
where variously colored devices are employed, by a change in
color. Where this capability is provided, the administrator or
manager may signal the degree of urgency attached to the
desirability of initiating non-use. That is, if there is a critical
need such as the immediate need for a security update or virus
definition change, one color such as red or one flashing rate
such as a fast flash may be directed. Where the need is less
urgent, such as a m normal maintenance activity or update,
perhaps a blue color or a medium flash rate. Where the need
is significantly less urgent, perhaps a green color or a slow
flash rate.

As will be understood, the administrator or manager may
designate the significance to be attached to the network com-
munication, with the user being instructed in the appropriate
response to the signals which arrive. The greater the degree of
urgency, the quicker the user should respond by selective
activation of the away button to signal through the network
interface the initiation of an interval of non-use of the system.

FIGS. 2, 3 and 4 illustrate implementations comparable to
that described to this point in a notebook system, a handheld
system, and a cell phone, respectively. In each view, an away
button is shown at 25, 35 and 45, respectively.

FIG. 5 shows a display such as may be generated by any of
the systems of FIGS. 1 through 5. Here, the away button is
implemented by software which drives the display of an ele-
ment 55 displayed visibly to a user on the display 51. The
away button may be selectively activated by the user by using
a pointing device to move a cursor over the element 55 or,
where a touch screen is employed as the display, by touching
the button element with a stylus or finger.

With the display implementation, signaling from the
administrator or manager may cause a change in state of the
away button similar to that provided for akey and as described
above. That is, the element 55 may flash or change color, with
varying flash rates and/or colors indicating to the user the
urgency of the need to initiate an interval of non-use.

The sequence of operation of any of the various implemen-
tations described is illustrated by a flow chart in FIG. 6. There
the steps of a method in accordance with this invention are
shown. The method steps include selectively signaling from a
computer system the initiation and termination of an interval
of' non-use of the system by a user; receiving at the computer
system a selectively sent network communication indicating
to a user the desirability of initiating an interval of non-use of
the system; and displaying to a user an indication that a
network communication indicating the desirability of initiat-
ing an interval of non-use of the system has been received.
The steps may be further characterized as described above to
implement signals using hardware or displayed elements;
signaling the degree of urgency by changing state; and the
like.

In implementing this invention, it is apparent that computer
executable program code is produced and stored on a com-
puter readable medium from which the program code is
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deployed to and executed on a computer system. Such a
medium is shown in FIG. 7 as a diskette 70. As will be clear
from the discussion above, the program code comprises
instructions which, when executing on the computer system
selectively signals from the computer system the initiation
and termination of an interval of non-use of the system by a
user; receives at the computer system a selectively sent net-
work communication indicating to a user the desirability of
initiating an interval of non-use of the system; and displays to
auser an indication that a network communication indicating
the desirability of initiating an interval of non-use of the
system has been received.

In the drawings and specifications there has been set forth
a preferred embodiment of the invention and, although spe-
cific terms are used, the description thus given uses terminol-
ogy in a generic and descriptive sense only and not for pur-
poses of limitation.

What is claimed is:

1. An apparatus comprising: a computer system having a
network interface connection and an away button; said away
button being responsive to selective activation by a user to
signal through said network interface to a system administra-
tor or manager the initiation and termination of an interval of
non-use of the system by the user; and said away button being
responsive to selective activation by receipt by the user of a
network communication from a system administrator or man-
ager through said network interface to signal to the user the
desirability of initiating an interval of non-use of the system.

2. The apparatus according to claim 1 wherein said away
button is a hardware component.

3. The apparatus according to claim 1 wherein said system
further has a display and said away button is an element
displayed visibly to a user on said display.

4. The apparatus according to claim 1 wherein said away
button signals auser of the desirability of initiating an interval
of' non-use of the system by a change in state.

5. The apparatus according to claim 4 wherein the change
in state is a change in color.

6. The apparatus according to claim 4 wherein the change
in state is the initiation of flashing.

7. The apparatus according to claim 6 wherein a change in
flash rate is indicative of a degree of urgency attached to the
network communication by a system administrator or man-
ager.

8. The apparatus according to claim 1 wherein said com-
puter system is a selected one of a class consisting of a
notebook computer system; a desktop computer system; a
handheld computer system; and a telephone device.

9. An apparatus comprising: a computer system having an
away button and a network interface connection through
which said computer system may be linked to a client system,
said away button being responsive to selective activation by a
user to signal through said network interface connection to a
system administrator or manager the initiation and termina-
tion of an interval of non-use of the system by the user; and
computer readable media accessible to said computer system
and storing program code executable on said system; said
computer system when executing program code stored on
said media receiving a signal initiated via the away button by
a user of the client system and indicative of the initiation and
termination of an interval of non-use of the client system by
the user; and said computer system when executing program
code stored on said media originating a network communi-
cation through said network interface to signal via the away
button to a user of the client system the desirability of a
system administrator or manager of initiating an interval of
non-use of the client system.
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10. A method comprising: selectively signaling from an
away button of a computer system, through a network inter-
face connection of the computer system, the initiation and
termination of an interval of non-use of the system by a user;
receiving through said network interface at the computer
system from a system administrator or manager network
communication selectively sent by a system administrator or
manager indicating to a user the desirability of initiating an
interval of non-use of the system; and displaying via the away
button to the user an indication from said system administra-
tor or manager indicating the desirability of initiating an
interval of non-use of the system has been received through
said network interface.

11. The method according to claim 10, wherein said away
button is a hardware button, and wherein said signaling of an
interval of non-use is generated by user manipulation of the
hardware button.

12. The method according to claim 11 wherein said system
further has a display and said away button is a software button
displayed visibly to a user on said display, and wherein said
signaling of an interval of non-use is generated by user selec-
tion of a displayed software button.

13. The method according to claim 10 wherein said step of
displaying via the away button an indication of the desirabil-
ity of initiating and interval of non-use signals a user by a
change in color.

14. The method according to claim 13 wherein the change
in color is indicative of a degree of urgency attached to the
network communication.

15. The method according to claim 10, wherein said step of
displaying via the away button an indication of the desirabil-
ity of initiating and interval of non-use signals a user of the
desirability by the system administrator or manager of initi-
ating an interval of non-use of the system by a flashing dis-
play.

16. The method according to claim 15 wherein a change in
flash rate is indicative of a degree of urgency attached to the
network communication.
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17. A method comprising: producing computer executable
program code; storing the produced program code on a com-
puter readable medium; and providing the program code to be
deployed to and executed on a computer system having a
network interface connection and an away button; the pro-
gram code comprising instructions which, when executing on
the computer system: selectively signals via the away button
from the computer system through said network interface the
initiation and termination of an interval of non-use of the
system by a user; receives at the computer system through
said network interface a selectively sent network communi-
cation from a system administrator or manager indicating to a
user the desirability of initiating an interval of non-use of the
system; and displays via the away button to a user an indica-
tion that a network communication indicating the desirability
of initiating an interval of non-use of the system has been
received through said network interface.

18. The method according to claim 17, wherein said away
button is a hardware button, and wherein said signaling via
the away button of an interval of non-use is generated by user
manipulation of the hardware button.

19. The method according to claim 17, wherein said com-
puter system further has a display and said away button is a
software button displayed visibly to a user on said display,
and wherein said signaling of an interval of non-use is gen-
erated by user selection of the displayed software button.

20. The method according to claim 17 wherein said step of
displaying via the away button an indication of the desirabil-
ity of initiating and terminating an interval of non-use signals
a user is by a change in color.

21. The method according to claim 17 wherein said step of
displaying via the away button an indication of the desirabil-
ity of initiating and interval of non-use signals a user of the
desirability of initiating and terminating an interval of non-
use of the system by a flashing display.
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